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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR CUSTOMIZING
A FOOD TRAY

[0001] This application claims priority to and the benefit of
U.S. Provisional Patent Application 61/374,161, filed on Aug.
16, 2010, which is incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0002] The present invention relates to a system for cus-
tomizing a food tray. More particularly, certain embodiments
relate to providing a demonstration unit corresponding to the
shape of a tray, arranging selected food tray components with
the demonstration unit for creating the customized food tray
arrangement, and molding a customized food tray according
to the customized food tray arrangement in a modular insert
mold.

BACKGROUND

[0003] Food service facilities (e.g., hospitals and correc-
tional facilities) often provide meals to a large number of
individuals using food trays. Some of these trays are dispos-
able, while others are reusable. Certain types of food trays are
manufactured using injection molding. The cost of an injec-
tion mold suitable for molding a tray is relatively high, requir-
ing the production and sale of a high volume of trays to
amortize the cost. In the past, molders produced trays based
on the common needs of many facilities together to provide
enough sales volume to be commercially feasible. However,
many food service facilities have needs for food trays that are
different from standardized trays, particularly in layout and
design, yet one food service facility typically cannot afford
the high volume of trays required to justify a new injection
mold for a customized tray. As such, in the past it has not been
commercially feasible to design and build a customized mold
for the relatively low tray volumes needed by one facility.
[0004] Typically, the standardized food trays offer a basic
layout of a food tray. This layout may include one compart-
ment for a drink, a compartment for an solid entrée, a com-
partment for a side dish, and may include a compartment for
flatware. In some facilities, certain of these compartments
may never be used due to the facilities’ particular needs. For
example, a facility that serves soup may need a soup com-
partment, and may not be able to utilize a compartment for
meat or other solid entrée products. As such, facilities may
have to handle soup bowls separately to serve with standard-
ized food trays that are not designed to handle bowls. Simi-
larly, depending on the needs of the facility, various compart-
ments on a standardized food tray are underutilized, causing
work-arounds in serving and other inefficiencies. There
remains a need for a customizable food trays to meet the
needs of each facility in a cost effective manner thereby
reducing the inefficiency and work-arounds created by mis-
matched or unused tray compartments.

SUMMARY OF THE DISCLOSURE

[0005] Disclosed is a system for customizing the arrange-
ment of a food tray comprising a demonstration unit compris-
ing a boundary defining a desired shape for a food tray; and a
plurality of components each representing a segment of a
food tray, each of the plurality of components selectively
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arrangeable within the boundary with at least a subset of the

plurality of components as desired to form a food tray

arrangement.

[0006] The system may further include

[0007] a modular mold operable to selectively receive a
plurality of sub-mold inserts in a plurality of configurable
arrangements;

[0008] aplurality of sub-mold inserts, each sub-mold insert
corresponding to one of said selection of the plurality of
components; each sub-mold insert adapted to be opera-
tively positioned within the modular mold in a plurality of
arrangements; and

[0009] wherein said sub-mold inserts operatively posi-
tioned in the modular mold in an arrangement correspond-
ing to the desired food tray arrangement form a tray mold
corresponding to the desired food tray arrangement.

[0010] Also disclosed is a method of customizing the

arrangement of a food tray comprising the steps of:

[0011] providing a demonstration unit comprising a bound-
ary defining a desired shape for a food tray;

[0012] providing a plurality of components each represent-
ing a segment of a food tray, each of the plurality of com-
ponents selectively arrangeable within the boundary with
at least a subset of the of the plurality of components as
desired to form a food tray arrangement; and

[0013] receiving an arrangement of a selected subset of the
plurality of components within said boundary forming the
food tray arrangement.

[0014] The method may further include

[0015] providing a modular mold operable to selectively
receive a plurality of sub-mold inserts in a plurality of
configurable arrangements;

[0016] providing said plurality of sub-mold inserts, each
sub-mold insert corresponding to one of said selection of
the plurality of components; each sub-mold insert adapted
to be operatively positioned within the modular mold in a
plurality of arrangements;

[0017] operatively positioning the sub-mold inserts in the
modular mold in an arrangement corresponding to the
desired food tray arrangement forming a tray mold corre-
sponding to the desired food tray arrangement; and

[0018] molding food trays corresponding to the desired
food tray arrangement utilizing the tray mold.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0019] FIG.1is a diagrammatical top view of a system for
customizing a food tray according to an embodiment of the
subject invention,

[0020] FIG. 1a is a perspective view of one embodiment of
a customized food tray arranged according to the present
system and method for customizing a food tray,

[0021] FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of a second example
of' a demonstration unit according to an embodiment of the
subject invention,

[0022] FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a third example of
a demonstration unit according to an embodiment of the
subject invention,

[0023] FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of a forth example of
a demonstration unit according to an embodiment of the
subject invention,

[0024] FIG. 5 is a perspective view of two portions of an
modular injection mold of the present disclosure,



US 2012/0040327 Al

[0025] FIGS. 6 and 6A are alternative perspective views of
two portions of a sub-mold insert for use with the modular
mold of FIG. 5,

[0026] FIG. 7 is aplan view of the cavity side of the modu-
lar injection mold of FIG. 5 including a plurality of sub-mold
inserts of FIG. 6,

[0027] FIG. 8 is ais a perspective view of a modular ther-
moform mold of the present disclosure,

[0028] FIG.9 is aperspective view of a sub-mold insert for
use with the modular mold of FIG. 8,

[0029] FIG. 10 is a flowchart of a first embodiment of a
method for customizing a tray according to an embodiment of
the subject invention, and

[0030] FIGS. 11 through 16 are views of alternative
embodiments of food trays customized according to the
present system and method of customizing a food tray.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0031] With reference to FIGS. 1 and 1a, a system for
customizing the arrangement of a food tray is generally iden-
tified in FIG. 1 by reference numeral 10 for producing a
customized food tray 80, such as shown for example in FIG.
1a,having an outer flange or tray rim 84 and a plurality of tray
segments 82. Each tray segment 82 includes a section of a
food tray, such as a food serving compartment, a cup holder,
or the like, such that the plurality of tray segments 82 together
form an interior portion of the food tray. The system 10 may
include a demonstration unit 100 having a boundary 110
representative of the bounds of a customizable interior por-
tion of the tray, and a plurality of sectional components 120
adapted to be arrangeable within the boundary 110 as dis-
cussed below. The demonstration unit 100 may include a
frame 108 representing the outer rim or flange of the food tray
and having the boundary 110 therein defining at least the
customizable interior portion of the tray. The demonstration
unit frame 108 and its boundary 110 are adapted for arranging
selected sectional components 120 within the boundary 110
to define the customized food tray.

[0032] Each ofthe plurality of sectional components 120 is
representative of a corresponding tray segment 82. The plu-
rality of sectional components 120 may include components
representing various differently configured tray segments 82.
For example, one of the plurality of sectional components 120
may represent a cup holder tray segment 82 for a desired size
beverage. Another of the plurality of sectional components
120 may, for example, represent an eating utensil holder tray
segment 82 (i.e., for a fork, knife, spoon etc.). Other sectional
components 120 may include, for example, a bowl compo-
nent, component for an entrée compartment, a component for
a six ounce side serving compartment, a component for an
eight ounce side serving compartment, and various other
components representing differently sized and shaped com-
ponents as desired representing the various tray components
one may choose from when defining a customized food tray.
Each sectional component 120 is modularly shaped such that
each sectional component 120 is arrangeable within the
boundary 110 with other sectional components 120. For cer-
tain selections and arrangements of the sectional components
120 within the boundary 110, the area within the boundary
may not be fully filled. To fill spaces between sectional com-
ponents, or between sectional components and the boundary,
one or more of the plurality of sectional components 120 may
be a spacer 128 having a size and shape to use as a filler
between sectional components 120 or between sectional
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components 120 and the boundary 110 such that the area
within the boundary is effectively used. For example, the
demonstration unit 100 may include 15 to 20 sectional com-
ponents 120 of various sizes, shapes, and configurations, of
which various subsets or subcombinations of between, for
example, 3 to 10 sectional components 120 fit together to fill
the area within the boundary 110 in desired food tray arrange-
ments. The sectional components 120 may have a three
dimensional size and shape the same as the corresponding
tray segment. Alternatively, the sectional components may be
flat representations of the tray segments having a size reflect-
ing a plan view of the tray segment, including a photo, image,
and/or text describing the tray segment, not unlike a puzzle
piece.

[0033] In use, the system 10 is presented to an arranger,
such as customer, who then selects a desired number of sec-
tional components 120, which may be a subset 125 of the total
number of sectional components 120 in the system, for
arrangement within the boundary 110. The subset 125 may
include between about 3 and 10 sectional components 120
that will together fill the space within the boundary 110 with-
out overlapping one another. Then, the arranger arranges the
subset 125 in a desired order within the boundary 110 pro-
viding a customized arrangement of a tray. Then, as discussed
below, the customized arrangement may be used to configure
a mold for making the customized food tray. As an example,
from the total number of sectional components 120 presented
to choose from, an arranger may select a component for an
entrée compartment, two components for a six ounce side
serving compartment, a component for a cup holder, and a
component for a utensil compartment. The arranger arranges
the selected subset of components within the boundary 110 in
a desired arrangement with filler components filling the
remainder of the space within the boundary 110. The bound-
ary 110 limits the size and shape of the arrangement for the
customizable food tray, as only a certain number of sectional
components 120 will fit within the boundary, the number of
sectional components within the boundary depending upon
the size of the sectional components selected and the location
each component is desired to be placed within the boundary.
[0034] With continued reference to FIG. 1, the plurality of
sectional components 120 may be made from a thermoplastic
material. The plurality of sectional components 120 may each
include a base 122, and walls 124 extending upward from the
base 122 representing the shape of the desired tray compo-
nent. Each of the plurality of sectional components 120 may
further include a flange 126 corresponding with at least one
edge of the boundary 110 and extending outwardly from the
uppermost part of the walls 124.

[0035] FIG. 2 illustrates a system 20 with an alternative
embodiment of a demonstration unit 100 for customizing a
tray. The system 20 may be similar to the system 10 of FIG. 1
except that, in this embodiment, the frame 108 of the demon-
stration unit 100 forms a rim 200 approximately representing
the outer rim of the tray, and having an aperture 210 having a
perimeter 212 forming the boundary 110 corresponding to the
shape of the interior portion of the tray. In this embodiment, a
selected subset 125 of the sectional component 120 may be
arranged within the aperture 210 for creating a customized
arrangement of a tray. In use, an arranger may place the rim
200 on a table and arrange the subset 125 within the aperture
210 and along the perimeter 212. Spacer components may be
provided to fill gaps between components of the subset 125.



US 2012/0040327 Al

[0036] With continue reference to FIG. 2, the system 20
may further include a container 230 corresponding to the
shape the rim 200. The container 230 may include a base 232
and walls 234 extending upwardly from the base 232 forming
an opening to the container. The container 230 may further
include a flange 236 extending outwardly from the uppermost
portion of the walls 234. The rim 200 may be positioned on
the flange 236, and the selected subset 125 of the sectional
component 120 may be arranged within the container 230.
Optionally, the container 230 may include a foam member
238 adapted to overlie at least a portion of the flange 236 to
serve as an intermediary between the flange 236 and the rim
200. The rim 200 may cover at least a portion of the opening
of the container 230. The walls 234 may have a height corre-
sponding with the height of the sectional components 120
such that the flange 126 of the sectional components 120 may
be coplanar with the rim 200.

[0037] FIG. 3 illustrates a system 30 with a third embodi-
ment of a demonstration unit 100 for customizing a tray. The
system 30 may be similar to the system 10 of FIG. 1 and
system 20 of FIG. 2 except that, in this embodiment, the
demonstration unit 100 may be integrated into a housing 300.
The housing 300 may include an outer wall or casing 302 of
the housing 300. The outer wall or casing 302 may be made
from any suitable material for a housing. In the embodiment
illustrated in FIG. 3, the casing 302 is made from a thermo-
plastic material or aluminum. In one example, the housing
300 is a briefcase or other demonstration case for ease of
transporting the system. The housing 300 may further include
a substrate 304 forming the frame 108. The substrate 304 may
be selectively attached to the casing 302 using an adhesive
such as a liquid adhesive, tape or other material capable of
securing the substrate 304 to the casing 302. The substrate
304 may be made from foam, thermoplastic, or a paper based
material such as corrugated or cardboard. In the embodiment
shown, the substrate 304 may define a recess 310 within the
housing 300 having a perimeter 324 forming the boundary
110 corresponding to the inner portion of the tray. A liner 306
may be selectively attached to at least a portion of the sub-
strate 304 using an adhesive (i.e., liquid or tape) or other
suitable material capable of securing the liner 306 to the
substrate 304. The liner 306 may be made from a thermoplas-
tic material, a paper-base material (i.e., corrugated or card-
board) or other suitable material. In operation, for example,
an arranger may select at least a subset 125 of the sectional
components 120 for creating a customized arrangement of a
tray. The arranger may then place the subset 125 of sectional
components 120 within the recess 310 in a desired arrange-
ment. Then, as will be discussed below, the customized
arrangement may be used to create a tool for making the
custom food tray.

[0038] Alternatively or in addition, the housing 300 may
include ahousing rim 320 having an aperture 322 correspond-
ing to the shape of at least a portion of the opening of the
recess 310. The aperture 322 further defines the perimeter 324
forming the boundary 110 corresponding to at least one edge
of the plurality of sectional components 120.

[0039] FIG. 4 illustrates a system 40 with a fourth embodi-
ment of a demonstration unit 100 for customizing a tray. The
system 40 may be similar to the system 10 of FIG. 1, system
20 of FIG. 2, and system 30 of FIG. 3, except that, in this
embodiment, the demonstration unit 100 may be digitally
presented. In this embodiment, the demonstration unit 100
may be integrated into a software program 400 having a user
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interface 410 that provides an image 420 corresponding to the
shape of a tray and providing the boundary 110 therein. The
user interface 410 may represent each of the plurality of
sectional components 120 as a selectable icon 430 or other
graphical interface for selecting and arranging at least a
selected subset 125 of the plurality of sectional components
120 to be placed within the boundary 110. The software
program 400 may be accessed via a local area network, a wide
area network, or both. Alternatively, the software program
400 may be web-based. In operation, a user accesses the
software program 400 and is presented with the image 420.
The user may select the sectional components 120 using the
selectable icon 430 or other graphical interface by toggling
through a selection of the plurality of sectional components,
and/or selecting the selectable icon 430 corresponding to a
desired component. The arranger may then arrange the
selected sectional components 120 within the boundary 110
on the image 420 by either moving the subset 125 into the
desired positions within the image 420 thereby creating a
custom arrangement for the tray. The software program 400
may allow the user to view the finished tray, and may be used
to calculate cost, material volume, or other features of the
tray.

[0040] After the selected sectional components 120 are
selected and arranged in a desired food tray arrangement,
customized food trays corresponding to the selected food tray
arrangement may be manufactured by injection molding
using a modular insert injection mold 152 such as shown in
FIG. 5. The modular injection mold 152 has a cavity side 154
and a core side 156. Typically, the cavity side 154 is also
injection side of the mold affixed to a stationary platen of an
injection molding machine (not shown), and the core side is
affixed to a movable platen of the injection molding machine.
The core side may be the ejection side of the mold and the
cavity side may be the plastic injection side of the mold.
However, it is contemplated that ejection of the part may be
from the cavity side 154 or the core side 156, and the cavity
side 154 and the core side 156 may be adapted for mounting
in the injection molding machine as desired by one skilled in
the art.

[0041] The modular injection mold 152 may be adapted to
selectively receive a plurality of sub-mold inserts in a plural-
ity of configurable arrangements, where each mold insert
corresponds to one of the selection of the plurality of com-
ponents in the demonstration unit, such as one example
shown in FIG. 6. The cavity side 154 includes a cavity plate
158 having a rim cavity 160 corresponding to at least a portion
of the shape of the tray rim 84. The rim cavity 160 may
correspond, at least in part, to the surface of the underside of
the tray rim 84. In the interior of the rim cavity 160, a cavity
insert aperture 162 is provided adapted to selectively receive
a plurality of sub-mold cavity inserts 164 in a plurality of
configurable arrangements.

[0042] The core side 156 includes a mold plate 166 having
arim core 168 corresponding to at least a portion of the shape
of'the tray rim 84. The rim core 168 may correspond, at least
in part, to the surface of the top of the tray rim 84. In the
interior of the rim core 168, a core insert aperture 170 is
provided adapted to selectively receive a plurality of sub-
mold core inserts 172 in a plurality of configurable arrange-
ments. The rim cavity 160 and rim core 168 are shaped such
that when the modular injection mold 152 is closed the rim
cavity and rim core form a cavity therebetween correspond-
ing to the shape of the tray rim 84.
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[0043] Each sub-mold cavity insert 164 and sub-mold core
insert 172 are shaped such that when closed in the modular
injection mold 152 the mold cavity insert 164 and mold core
insert 172 form a cavity therebetween in the shape of one of
the selection of the plurality of sectional components in the
demonstration unit. The mold cavity insert 164 and mold core
insert 172 are rectangular in shape and modularly sized such
that a plurality of mold cavity inserts and mold core inserts are
arranged to precisely fit in the cavity and core insert apertures
162, 170 according to the selected food tray arrangement,
such as shown in FIG. 7. Certain sub-mold inserts 164, 172
may be provided to fill spaces between food tray component
mold inserts such that the cavity and core insert apertures 162,
170 are filled with sub-molds. One or more clamp bolts (not
shown) may be provided through slots 174 in the mold plate
166 and cavity plate 158 extending to the cavity and core
insert apertures 162, 170 to bolt the sub-mold inserts in place.
It is contemplated that other clamping systems may be uti-
lized to hold the sub-mold inserts in the apertures 162, 170.
[0044] The sub-mold inserts 164, 172 are provided such
that when closed in the modular injection mold 152 in a
plurality of various arrangement, the plurality of mold cavity
inserts and plurality of mold core inserts form a continuous
mold cavity therebetween in the shape of a food tray accord-
ing to the arrangement. The sub-mold inserts 164, 172 contact
each adjacent sub-mold insert and the edge of the cavity and
core insert apertures 162, 170 to reduce fluid plastic flowing
between the sub-mold inserts 164, 172 causing extra plastic,
or flash, on the food trays.

[0045] The modular injection mold 152 is provided with
one or more passages for the injection nozzle of the injection
mold machine to inject molten plastic into the space between
the mold cavity inserts 164 and mold core inserts 172 through
a mold gate 176. The injection may be through one of the
sub-mold cavity inserts 164, and the gate 176 in the mold
cavity surface of the sub-mold cavity insert as shown in FIG.
6. Alternatively, the mold gate 176 may be provided in the rim
cavity 160 as an edge gate.

[0046] The sub-mold cavity inserts 164 and sub-mold core
inserts 172 may include cooling passages for cooling the
mold inserts during molding. Fluid ports 190 may be pro-
vided on the sub-mold inserts, and corresponding cooling
lines 192 attached to each cooled sub-mold insert 164,172. In
the application shown in FIGS. 6 and 7, each sub-mold cavity
insert 164 and sub-mold core insert 172 is cooled indepen-
dently from the other. The mold plate 166 and cavity plate 158
may include slots 194 positioned for cooling lines 192 to pass
through to the outside of the mold such as shown in FIG. 7,
where the cooling lines 192 are attached to a cooling system
(not shown).

[0047] The molded tray may be ejected from the mold
using part pulling mechanisms, ejector pins, ejection rings, or
any other ejection mechanisms as desired. In one embodi-
ment, a part pulling mechanism (not shown) may be provided
in the proximity of the rim cavity 160 operable to pull the tray
rim away from the mold as the injection mold opens.

[0048] Alternatively or in addition, one or more mold core
inserts 172 may be adapted for ejecting the molded food tray
from the mold. In one alternative shown for example in FIG.
6A, the mold core insert 172 may include a sub-mold ejector
plate 178 and a plurality of guide pins 180. One or more
ejector pins 182 extend from the sub-mold ejector plate 178 to
the core surface 184. One or more return springs 186 may be
provided to assist the retraction of the ejector pins 182. The
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mold may include a mold ejector plate (not shown) operably
positioned behind the mold plate 166. In one alternative, the
sub-mold ejector plates 178 may be operably connected to the
ejector plate such that actuation of the mold ejector plate
presses against the sub-mold ejector plates 178, thereby actu-
ating the ejection pins 182. In yet another alternative, one or
more ejector pins may be actuated by the mold ejector plate in
the proximity of the rim cavity 160. It is contemplated that
other ejection mechanisms may be applied as desired by one
skilled in the art.

[0049] The modular insert injection mold 152 may be uti-
lized with a method including steps of providing a modular
insert injection mold 152 adapted to selectively receive a
plurality of sub-mold inserts 164, 172 in a plurality of con-
figurable arrangements, providing said plurality of sub-mold
inserts, each sub-mold insert corresponding to one of said
selection of the plurality of components, each mold insert
adapted to be operatively positioned within the mold base in
a plurality of arrangements, and operatively positioning the
mold inserts in the mold base in an arrangement correspond-
ing to the desired food tray arrangement forming a tray mold
corresponding to the desired food tray arrangement. Then,
molding food trays corresponding to the desired food tray
arrangement utilizing said mold by injecting fluid plastic
material through the gate 176 into the mold cavity, cooling the
material, and ejecting the customized food tray 80 from the
mold.

[0050] The food trays may be molded in polypropylene,
polycarbonate, polyethylene, polyester, ABS, thermoplastic
elastomer, thermoplastic rubber, or other thermoplastic mate-
rial as desired.

[0051] Alternatively, the food trays may be manufactured
by vacuum thermoforming using a modular insert thermo-
form mold 260 such as shown in FIG. 8. The modular insert
thermoform mold 260 may be adapted to selectively receive a
plurality of sub-mold inserts in a plurality of configurable
arrangements, where each sub-mold insert corresponds to
one of the selection of the plurality of components. The
modular insert thermoform mold 260 includes an insert aper-
ture 262 adapted to selectively receive a plurality of sub-mold
thermoform inserts 264 in a plurality of configurable arrange-
ments. The insert aperture 262 is positioned corresponding to
the shape of the tray rim 84. Similar to the sub-mold inserts
discussed above, each sub-mold thermoform inserts 264 cor-
responds to a desired food tray component, such as one
example shown in FIG. 9. The sub-mold thermoform inserts
264 are rectangular in shape and modularly sized such that a
plurality of sub-mold inserts are arranged to precisely fit in
the aperture 262 according to the desired food tray arrange-
ment. Certain sub-mold inserts 264 may be provided to fill
spaces between food tray component sub-mold inserts such
that the aperture 262 is filled with sub-molds. The sub-mold
inserts 264 are provided such that the plurality of sub-mold
inserts arranged in the aperture 262 form a continuous ther-
moform mold in the shape of a food tray according to the
arrangement.

[0052] The sub-mold inserts may include vacuum holes
266 drilled there through such that when installed in the
aperture 262 the vacuum holes 266 are in communication
with a vacuum source provided through the thermoform mold
260.
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[0053] The sub-mold inserts 264 may include cooling pas-
sages for cooling the mold inserts during molding. Fluid ports
268 may be provided corresponding to cooling passages 270
in the thermoform mold 260.

[0054] The modular insert thermoform mold 260 may be
utilized with a method including steps of providing a modular
insert thermoform mold 260 adapted to selectively receive a
plurality of sub-mold inserts 264 in a plurality of configurable
arrangements, providing said plurality of sub-mold inserts,
each sub-mold insert corresponding to one of said selection of
the plurality of components, each mold insert adapted to be
operatively positioned within the mold base in a plurality of
arrangements, and operatively positioning the mold inserts in
the thermoform mold in an arrangement corresponding to the
desired food tray arrangement forming a tray mold corre-
sponding to the desired food tray arrangement. Then, mold-
ing food trays corresponding to the desired food tray arrange-
ment utilizing said mold by drawing by vacuum a sheet of
softened plastic material over the mold to take the shape of the
mold.

[0055] After thermoform molding, the food tray is trimmed
from the molded plastic sheet. A trim die (not shown) in the
shape of the outer perimeter of the tray rim 84 may be pro-
vided to cut the customized food tray 80 from the sheet.
[0056] The vacuum-thermoformed food trays may be
molded in polypropylene, polycarbonate, polyethylene, poly-
ester, ABS, thermoplastic elastomer, thermoplastic rubber, or
other thermoplastic material as desired.

[0057] FIG. 10 illustrates a flowchart of an embodiment of
a method of customizing a tray using the system 10, and
variations thereof, disclosed herein. In step 500, providing the
demonstration unit 100 having the boundary 110 correspond-
ing to a desired shape for a food tray. In step 510, providing
the plurality of sectional components, each component rep-
resenting a segment of a tray. In step 520, receiving from an
arranger a selection of at least a subset 125 of the plurality of
sectional components for arranging within the boundary 110.
Instep 530, receiving an arrangement of the subset 125 within
the boundary 110 as desired to form the custom food tray
arrangement. In step 540, providing a modular mold 152,260
adapted to selectively receive a plurality of sub-mold inserts
164, 172 in a plurality of configurable arrangements. In step
550, providing the plurality of mold inserts, each mold insert
corresponding to one of the selection of the plurality of sec-
tional components 120, and each sub-mold insert adapted to
be operatively positioned within the modular mold in a plu-
rality of arrangements. In step 560, operatively positioning
the sub-mold inserts in the modular mold 152, 260 in an
arrangement corresponding to the desired food tray arrange-
ment, thereby forming a tray mold corresponding to the
desired food tray arrangement. The tray mold may be an
injection mold, or in the alternative a vacuum thermoform
mold. In step 570, molding customized trays corresponding
to the desired food tray utilizing the mold.

[0058] Various arrangements of food trays are contem-
plated customized according to the present system and
method of customizing a food tray. As an example, views of
alternative embodiments of food trays are shown in FIGS. 11
through 16. Various compartment shapes and sizes according
to customer needs may be provided arrangeable within the
present system and method to form many possible custom-
ized food tray arrangements as desired.

[0059] While the invention has been described with refer-
ence to certain embodiments, it will be understood by those
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skilled in the art that various changes may be made and
equivalents may be substituted without departing from the
scope of the invention. In addition, many modifications may
be made to adapt a particular situation or material to the
teachings of the invention without departing from its scope.
Therefore, it is intended that the invention not be limited to
the particular embodiment disclosed, but that the invention
will include all embodiments falling within the scope of the
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for customizing the arrangement of a food tray

comprising:

a demonstration unit comprising a boundary defining a
desired shape for a food tray; and

a plurality of components each representing a segment of a
food tray, each of the plurality of components selectively
arrangeable within the boundary with at least a subset of
the plurality of components as desired to form a food
tray arrangement.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein said demonstration unit

further comprises:

a rim having an aperture, said aperture having a perimeter
forming the boundary.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein said demonstration unit

further comprises:

a container having a base and upwardly extending walls
defining an opening of said container, wherein said rim
is adapted to overlie said container, and said subset of the
plurality of components arrangeable in said container.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein said demonstration unit

further comprises:

a housing having a substrate having a recess forming the
boundary, and said subset of the plurality of components
arrangeable in said recess.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein said demonstration unit

further comprises:

a video display displaying the boundary as an image, and
where each of said plurality of arrangeable components
is an image selectively arrangeable within the image of
the boundary.

6. The system of claim 1 further comprising:

a modular mold operable to selectively receive a plurality
of sub-mold inserts in a plurality of configurable
arrangements;

a plurality of sub-mold inserts, each sub-mold insert cor-
responding to one of said selection of the plurality of
components; each sub-mold insert adapted to be opera-
tively positioned within the modular mold in a plurality
of arrangements; and

wherein said sub-mold inserts operatively positioned in the
modular mold in an arrangement corresponding to the
desired food tray arrangement form a tray mold corre-
sponding to the desired food tray arrangement.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein said tray mold is an

injection mold.

8. The system of claim 6, wherein said tray mold is a

vacuum thermoform mold.

9. A method of customizing the arrangement of a food tray

comprising the steps of:

providing a demonstration unit comprising a boundary
defining a desired shape for a food tray;

providing a plurality of components each representing a
segment of a food tray, each of the plurality of compo-
nents selectively arrangeable within the boundary with
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at least a subset of the of the plurality of components as
desired to form a food tray arrangement; and

receiving an arrangement of a selected subset of the plu-
rality of components within said boundary forming the
food tray arrangement.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein said demonstration

unit further comprises;

a rim having an aperture, said aperture having a perimeter
forming the boundary.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein said demonstration

unit further comprises:

a container having a base and upwardly extending walls
defining an opening of said container, wherein said rim
is adapted to overlie said container, and said subset of the
plurality of components arrangeable in said container.

12. The method of claim 9, wherein said demonstration

unit further comprises:

a housing having a substrate having a recess forming the
boundary, and said subset of the plurality of components
arrangeable in said recess.

13. The method of claim 9, wherein said demonstration

unit further comprises:
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a video display displaying the boundary as an image, and
where each of said plurality of arrangeable components
is an image selectively arrangeable within the image of
the boundary.

14. The method of claim 9 further comprising the steps of:

providing a modular mold operable to selectively receive a
plurality of sub-mold inserts in a plurality of config-
urable arrangements;

providing said plurality of sub-mold inserts, each sub-mold
insert corresponding to one of said selection of the plu-
rality of components; each sub-mold insert adapted to be
operatively positioned within the modular mold in a
plurality of arrangements;

operatively positioning the sub-mold inserts in the modular
mold in an arrangement corresponding to the desired
food tray arrangement forming a tray mold correspond-
ing to the desired food tray arrangement; and

molding food trays corresponding to the desired food tray
arrangement utilizing the tray mold.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein said tray mold is an

injection mold.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein said tray mold is a

vacuum thermoform mold.
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